Abstract: College students, as a relatively privileged demographic, are in a unique position to reinforce or challenge stereotypes of sexual minorities. While much research has explored the social impact of heterosexism (e.g. hate crimes and bullying), few studies have sought to explore how heterosexuals form antigay attitudes. This study aims to fill that gap by examining how college students learn and make sense of messages about sexual minorities. Qualitative data for this study were derived from interviews with college students at a Midwest University in the United States. In three main findings, we report that, despite what may have been good intentions, messages learned from formal education and family may have been misinterpreted. Encouragingly, we found that students relied on information from formal education and intergroup contact more than messages from media. Drawing from critical pedagogy, we conclude with suggestions for promoting critical thinking in the college classroom in order to promote a greater understanding and empathy for sexual diversity.
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PUBLIC INTEREST STATEMENT
As a marginalized group, sexual minorities (lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, and transgender individuals) are often the focus of research studies, which seek to understand how they cope with being stigmatized and how they respond to antigay attitudes. However, less information is available regarding how antigay attitudes are first formed and later influence behavior. Antigay attitudes create a culture in which sexual minorities are discriminated and harassed, thereby giving rise to hate crimes. This study aims to uncover how heterosexual college students first learn about sexual minorities and how they interpreted the information. Understanding how family, peers, and media influence one's understanding of sexual minorities can help us conceptualize how such messages may be reassessed to promote acceptance for sexual diversity. We propose that educators can achieve this by adapting a teaching philosophy (critical pedagogy) that embraces open discussion, promotes critical thinking, and strives to create positive social change.
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) students felt unsafe at school based on their gender expression and over half felt unsafe based on their sexual orientation (Kosciw, Greytak, Palmer, & Boesen, 2014) . Among all hate motivated crimes in 2012, 11% of victims reported sexual orientation as the motivating factor (Wilson, 2014) . One of the deadliest mass shootings in US history was carried out at a gay club in Orlando, Florida suggesting the violence was motivated by condemnation of, and hatred against, the LGBT community (Alvarez, Perez-Pena, & Hauser, 2016) . Indeed, after the 2016 US presidential election, reports of hate crimes have been on the increase in general (McCauley, 2017) . In this paper, we aim to shed light on where college students obtain their information about sexual minorities and how they interpret those messages. We rely on critical pedagogy (see Friere, 1970; hooks, 1994) as our theoretical framework to inform our paper, analysis, and conclusions.
Before we explore these conflicting messages and attitudes towards sexual minorities, we must first define and understand key concepts. Though often interchanged, the terms sex and gender have different meanings. Sex refers to the biological differences between males and females (e.g. hormones, sexual organs, and chromosomes), whereas gender refers to the characteristics that society and culture attribute to each sex (e.g. women must be feminine and men must be masculine) (see Lorber, 1994) . Gender expression is how a person presents her-or himself as a woman or man (e.g. women dressing in a feminine manner). This is distinguished from gender identity, which refers to one's internal sense of feeling like a woman or man (see Lorber, 1994) . Finally, when a person's sex aligns with their gender identity, they are considered cisgender (e.g. a man presenting himself in a masculine manner). If a person's gender identity does not correspond to their biological sex, they may identify as transgender (e.g. a person who has the biological sex of a female though feels intrinsically a man).
In regard to sexual orientation, heterosexuality is the sexual, emotional, and/or physical attraction between persons of the opposite sex or gender and is widely regarded as the dominant sexual orientation in most societies (Lorber, 1994) . Other sexual orientations include lesbians (attraction between two women), homosexuals or gay men (attraction between two men), and bisexuals (attraction to both women and men) (LGB). There is a " … shared knowledge about homosexuality's devalued status relative to heterosexuality" and as a result, LGB people are considered sexual minorities (Herek, 2009, p. 67) .
LGB individuals often experience heterosexism, which is defined as "an ideological system that denies, denigrates, and stigmatizes any nonheterosexual form of behavior, identity, relationship, or community" (Herek, 1990, p. 316 ; see also Szymanski & Mikorski, 2016) .
As an influential social structure, schools play an especially important role in contributing to forming attitudes towards sexual minorities 2 (Rankin, Weber, Blumenfeld, & Frazer, 2010 ; see also Meyer, 2009) . Multiculturalism has been celebrated in schools in the recent past and as a result many schools have made a concerted effort to use teaching methods and lessons that are inclusive of racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity (for example see Gay, 2002) . However, these social movements have been neither uniform nor widespread. Less than half of LGBT students were able to find LGBT related information in their school library and less than 20% reported that they received positive messages and lessons about LGBT history, events, and people (Kosciw et al., 2014) . As a result, LGBT students are often confronted with heterosexism in schools which their heterosexual peers are not faced with (Kosciw et al., 2014; Munoz-Plaza, Quinn, & Rounds, 2002) .
LGBT students are placed into marginalized and disadvantaged positions within the US educational social structure.
Decreasing heterosexism is likely to occur by increasing public awareness of sexual difference, empathy toward what is seemingly different in terms of sexual behavior (Avery et al., 2007) , and intergroup contact with sexual minorities (Herek & McLemore, 2013) . While some adults perceive a growing acceptance for sexual diversity, people who identify as LGBT are still reporting high rates of victimization and discrimination (see Kosciw et al., 2014) . Therefore, to promote acceptance and deter harmful interactions between students who identify as heterosexual and LGBT, it is paramount that we understand how heterosexism evolves into antigay attitudes.
Within higher education in particular, heterosexism is widespread and sexual minorities are routinely faced with prejudice, micro-aggressions, and discrimination (Rankin et al., 2010; Szymanski & Mikorski, 2016; Woodford, Chonody, Kulick, Brennan, & Renn, 2015) . However, college offers students with interactions and education that may facilitate increasing acceptance of sexual minorities. College educated people constitute about 44% of the US population and are a relatively privileged population in that they have access to the opportunities and tools necessary to become higher-level critical thinkers. Specifically, a liberal arts education teaches students how to learn, exposing them to a variety of perspectives, thus putting them in a position to use their newfound knowledge to either support or challenge mechanisms of inequality. As educators, it is our pedagogical and social responsibility to teach students in such a way that our lessons are transferable to other dimensions of students' lives. Adopting such an outlook would enable educators to embrace critical pedagogy as a means of dismantling power imbalances and encouraging students to be active in their learning experiences. Educators could also inspire students to utilize their privileged position in such a way that they can spread knowledge throughout their social circles. This study was guided by two questions. First, what messages about sexual minorities do college students receive from their family, peers, school, and media? And second, how is this information interpreted? Answers to these questions are crucial in understanding how heterosexism emerges and what may be done to address antigay attitudes toward sexual minorities (Kitsuse, 2011) in the context of higher education. As a result, we are able to consider various strategies that might help dissuade stereotypes and prejudices and instead promote acceptance and understanding. Specifically, we focus on the impactful role that schools and colleges play in offering young adults new experiences that will shape their attitudes about sexual minorities. While much of the literature has focused on the individual needs of LGBT youth in the classroom (i.e. safety in coming out and teaching to diverse audiences), here we focus on what heterosexual students perceive as truth, where they have learned their truths, and how negative stereotypes and inaccurate information might be challenged through formal education. Below, we review how agents of socialization influence and shape one's views of sexuality before providing an overview of critical pedagogy which is the conceptual framework that guides this paper (see Friere, 1970; hooks, 1994) .
Sources of information on sexualities and perceptions of credibility
Many students' understanding of sexual minorities intersect with messages they have received from influential agents of socialization (e.g., media, family, and previous schooling) as well as personal experiences with friends, roommates, and siblings (for examples see Bowen & Bourgeois, 2001; Hans, Kersey, & Kimberly, 2012) . An important concern is that some messages are not always grounded in empirical evidence and therefore individuals may support and possibly reinforce sexual stigmas by relying on hearsay, misinformation, incorrect information, or information that is intentionally meant to paint sexual minorities as problematic or dangerous. This is a growing concern, as the phrase "alternative facts" has just recently become part of America's lexicon. The phrase originated in response to conflicting reports regarding attendance to the 2017 inauguration. Now, the phrase "alternative facts" is recognized as being " … synonymous with a willingness to persevere with a particular belief either in complete ignorance or, or with a total disregard for, reality" (Strong, 2017, p.137) .
By identifying how college students interpret messages about sexual minorities from various agents of socialization, we are able to consider various strategies that might help dissuade harmful and or false stereotypes in order to promote acceptance and understanding of sexual difference within higher educational structures. Attitudes formed during adolescence often carry over into early adulthood. Thus, if adolescents are receiving messages that reinforce heterosexism, they may likely begin college with antigay attitudes (Holland, Matthews, & Schott, 2013) . Therefore, we focus our attention on the influential social structures during adolescence and early education, which include peers and primary education, media, and college.
Peers and primary education
Although parents play a particularly important role as primary agents of socialization during childhood (see Allport, 1954; Degner & Dalege, 2013) , a substantial amount of research has shown that peer behavior represents a significant social context that is especially important during adolescence (for examples see Calzo & Ward, 2009) . As a result, peer socialization greatly influences attitudes and behaviors toward sexual minorities (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011; Calzo & Ward, 2009 ). Peer interaction is likely to take place within schools, given the significant amount of time that adolescents spend at school and school related activities.
Heterosexist name-calling has been documented as a common form of victimization within schools (Kosciw et al., 2014) and plays a role in girls' and boys' gender socialization (Birkett & Espelage, 2015; Pascoe, 2013 Pascoe, , 2007 . Birkett and Espelage (2015) demonstrated the important role adolescent peers play in influencing the use of heterosexist-name calling. Their analysis confirmed that peer groups who enacted heterosexist behavior influenced their long-term heterosexist behavior across time, controlling for an individual's original behavior. Additionally, these authors found that if left unchecked, heterosexist name-calling can evolve into negative associations (e.g. antigay attitudes) with stigmatized sexualities (Birkett & Espelage, 2015 ; see also Szymanski & Mikorski, 2016) . Such associations can then carry over into young adulthood and into higher education institutions.
In general, heterosexism is widespread in high schools (see Pascoe, 2007 Pascoe, , 2013 and therefore upon entering college, many students may harbor antigay attitudes (Holland et al., 2013) . To dissuade antigay attitudes and bullying in schools, it is critical that schools foster acceptance, confront sexual prejudices (such as heterosexist name-calling), and become a safe-space for LGBT students.
LGBT students who attend schools that have inclusive curriculum reported lower rates of experiencing sexual prejudices, including exposure to heterosexist remarks and negative comments about gender expression. They also reported feeling safer when compared to LGBT students who attend schools without an inclusive curriculum (Kosciw et al., 2014) . Inclusive curriculum is designed to include information about groups of people (e.g. international students, racial and ethnic minorities, disabled persons, and LGBT) that are often excluded from tertiary education (see Crone, 1997; Grauerholz & Scuteri, 1989; Kosciw et al., 2014) . Similarly, if antigay comments and actions are not adequately addressed and if an inclusive curriculum is not followed colleges and universities are likely to indirectly foster heterosexism (Kosciw et al., 2014 ; see also Rankin et al., 2010; Meyer, 2009 ).
Heterosexism and the college experience
College serves as a pivotal point where students interact with different people and are exposed to experiences that may conflict with their previously held ideas and values. For many students, college may be the first time they *knowingly* interact with LGBT individuals, or it may be their first interaction with *out* LGBT individuals (Bowen & Bourgeois, 2001) . Despite what students are exposed to in college, some students may have ingrained and rigid beliefs about marginalized groups, including sexual minorities (see Hubbard & De Welde, 2003) . College students are exposed to new perspectives and various gender/sexual/political/economic orientations upon entering college, exposure that, in and of itself, plays a role in challenging heterosexism (Holland et al., 2013) .
Studies suggest that heterosexuals have more favorable attitudes toward sexual minorities when they have more intergroup contact experiences with individuals identifying as LGBT (Hans et al., 2012; Herek & McLemore, 2013 ; as cited in Holland et al., 2013) . Other researchers considered how classroom interventions such as a classroom panel discussion (Cotton-Huston & Waite, 2000) , providing a human rights perspective (Ellis, Kitzinger, & Wilkinson, 2002) , membership in fraternities and sororities (Hinrichs & Rosenberg, 2002) , and rigid beliefs about gender (Kite & Whitley, 1996; LaMar & Kite, 1998 ) may influence attitudes toward individuals identifying as LGBT.
As students' progress through college, observers have documented a trend of increasing student empathy towards their LGBT peers compared to when heterosexual students first began college (Kardia, 1998) . This is especially important since it is common for LGBT individuals to come out during their college years (Holland et al., 2013) . If many heterosexuals embrace negative attitudes towards sexual minorities, it is likely to impact the identity development of LGBT students, which can have adverse effects on LGBT individuals' overall development (Bowen & Bourgeois, 2001 ) and their communities' integration into society.
Media
Media, including television and film, news sources, advertisements, print media (e.g. magazines), radio, as well as the Internet (e.g. social media sites and news sources), is a powerful mechanism that affords people access to information (factual and or otherwise) on sexual minorities, a population which may have otherwise been invisible to youth (Ayoub & Garretson, 2014) . Based on Rideout, Foehr, and Roberts (2010) national study in 2005, the average amount of time youths spent with media per day was 6 hours and 21 minutes. The average time spent with media rose to 7 hours and 8 minutes per day in 2010. The content of this media has been evolving as well. Representations of sexually stigmatized populations increased to 7.5% of primetime shows having some sexual minority in 2001 (Raley & Lucas, 2006 ) and increased to 15% in 2003 (Fisher, Hill, Grube, & Gruber, 2007) . The increase in visibility of sexual minorities can be both positive and negative, depending on the reliance of stereotypes.
Scholars have suggested that sexual minorities in the media are portrayed in exceedingly stereotypical ways (Fisher et al., 2007) . There is conflicting research on the significance of stereotypical appearances of sexually stigmatized groups. One camp suggests that TV shows in particular, reinforce heterosexism by portraying stereotypical representations of the LGBT population (Battles & Hilton-Morrow, 2002) , whereas others argue that stereotypical representations do not matter as long as sexually stigmatized groups are represented (Ayoub & Garretson, 2014) . Another aspect of the literature suggests that positive portrayals of sexual minorities invoke positive attitudes in participants while negative portrayals invoke negative attitudes (Bonds-Raacke, Cady, Schlegel, Harris, & Firebaugh, 2007) . One point the literature does seem to agree on is that media representation of marginalized groups is important since it provides sexually stigmatized populations public exposure (Ayoub & Garretson, 2014; Igartua, 2010; Ortiz & Harwood, 2007) .
When asked, college students have reported that the media is a major source of knowledge (Ballard & Morris, 1998) , especially when it comes to topics such as sexuality (Calzo & Ward, 2009; Ward, 2003) . In fact, college students report that most of their information about sexualities comes from media and they receive the least amount of sexuality-related information from their parents (Calzo & Ward, 2009 ). This may be explained by the fact that much of the information college students obtain from their parents regarding sex involves sexual intercourse, sexually transmitted infections, and pregnancy (Calzo & Ward, 2009) . Therefore, college students may resort to finding additional information about sex and sexualities from media outlets (Ayoub & Garretson, 2014; Calzo & Ward, 2009) . However, it is unclear as to how college students assess information from social media, TV shows, movies, news, and other forms of media. This study aims to contribute to the body of work in this area.
Conceptual framework: Critical pedagogy
Though college can serve as an opportunity for students to learn more about heterosexism and how it impacts social interaction, many argue that there must be concerted effort to re-educate students (address the education they come into college with, reassess it, and critically examine their perspectives/information sources). In other words, we cannot assume that attending college alone will help dissuade heterosexist attitudes. Instead, intentional steps must be taken to promote critical thinking and acceptance of diversity. One way to achieve this is by adapting a critical pedagogy approach to teaching and learning (Friere, 1970; hooks, 1994 , 2003 .
Whereas colleges and universities have been designed to teach students how to find, understand, analyze, and interpret information with a critical voice, primary and secondary education processes generally treat students as empty vessels who await teachers to fill their heads with information (Friere, 1970) . Friere (1970) referred to this process as "banking" an education. This process results in students being passive in their pursuit to learn and dissuades critical thinking. Some argue that the goal of educators should be to see students as sources of knowledge and to cultivate their abilities to critically think and examine the world around them (see Friere, 1970; hooks, 1994) . Therefore, traditional approaches to education must be liberated. Liberating education would entail the realization that it is not the teacher's role to merely reinstate ideals of class-biased education, but to instead use education as a means to empower oppressed groups of people (Friere, 1970; Giroux, 1988; Luke & Grove, 1992) . From this ideology, Friere (1970) argues that educators should utilize critical pedagogy as a means of giving oppressed groups a voice and power, in hopes of transforming education (see also Giroux, 1988; hooks, 2003; Luke & Grove, 1992; Weiler, 1991) .
Rooted in feminism, anarchism, radical democracy, and other social justice movements, critical pedagogy is a philosophy of education that is student-driven and focuses on social change and consciousness-raising in an effort to challenge Western hegemonic educational ideologies (Crabtree, Sapp, & Licona, 2009; Giroux, 1988; Luke, 1992; Luke & Grove, 1992) . The adherence to this teaching philosophy is not only reflected in an instructor's teaching objectives, but in her or his classroom practices and instructional relationships. Educators have adapted aspects of critical pedagogy in hopes of transforming the classroom into an arena that harbors critical thinking, celebrates diverse voices and experiences, and promotes social change (for examples see hooks, 1994, 2003) . Relying on insight from critical pedagogy is a salient way to encourage students to critically think about various inequalities, such as the status of sexual minorities.
If the goal of teaching college students moves beyond "vocational-skill-training" and into the development of an enlightened mind, it would be helpful for college educators to be cognizant of what understandings, worldviews, and "truths" students enter the classroom with. An understanding of student's knowledge base allows educators to be more apt to ensure that when students leave their classes, they have a grounded understanding and skill set to question their own and other's "truths" and to seek alternative perspectives when so moved. Our study taps into undergraduate student's knowledge of sexual diversity (i.e., their "truths") and their interpretations thereof.
The current study
Previous studies have offered insight into how college students' current attitudes toward sexual minorities are influenced by various interactions and situations (see Ballard & Morris, 1998; CottonHuston & Waite, 2000) . These studies have primarily relied on quantitative methods and provided a general overview of how these attitudes are shaped.
Lacking from the extant research, however, are in-depth narratives that examine how heterosexual students learn about sexual minorities, which may influence their likelihood to enact harmful sexual prejudices versus acceptance when interacting with fellow students who happen to be LGBT. Lemert (1972) suggested that "the objective nature of the [deviant] act interacts with the situational context to produce a unique interpretation of deviance." Guided by this classic sociological perspective, we looked for patterns in the social process of marginalization. In particular, we wanted to learn how sexual stigma was discussed and from where stereotypes emerged. We studied the unfolding nature of deviance categorization as identifiable only in relation to the interpretational and interactional processes through which acts and actors are socially defined as deviant (Orcutt, 1975) . Our research fills a gap in the literature by qualitatively tapping into college students' knowledge of sexual minorities, the foundations of that knowledge, and how much value they place on messages they receive from different social structures.
Specifically, we focus on the impactful role that schools and colleges play in offering young adults new experiences that will shape their attitudes about LGB people. While much of the literature has focused on the individual needs of LGB youth in the classroom (e.g. safety in coming out and teaching to diverse audiences), here we focus on what heterosexual students perceive as truth, where they have learned their truths, and how heterosexism might be challenged through formal education.
To examine these research questions, undergraduate students were interviewed on the topic of perceptions of sexual minorities. For the purpose of this article, we focus primarily on an analysis of heterosexual students' knowledge of the LGB 3 population and how their worldview was shaped and interpreted by media, family and peers, and formal education.
Methodology

Design
A research team composed of scholars all trained in qualitative analysis and the sociology of deviance scholarship (Matza, 1969) participated in the project. The theoretical structure utilized for this qualitative project was grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) . Using this methodological framework to guide our coding procedures, trends and associations found within the qualitative analysis, we analyzed open-ended responses from one-on-one interviews with college students to better understand how heterosexism and antigay attitudes and stereotypes emerge.
We used several probing questions in an effort to better understand the meanings and social processes associated with labeling. These questions include: 1) Where students draw their knowledge from (and hence their power); 2) How students create or reinforce social norms by applying (or not applying) deviant labels; 3) The presumed behaviors and characteristics associated with LGBT individuals; 4) The underlying social norms and values that contribute to assumptions of and reactions toward deviant/criminal behavior and deviant statuses 5) The process of defining individuals as the "other" or "different," and finally; 6) The relevance of group membership (e.g., political activism, community work, church involvement, and or student group participation) to the development and maintenance of deviant labeling. Using structured interviews as part of an inductive qualitative design, we explicitly investigated the process behind the development, maintenance, and use of stigmatic labels associated with sexually marginalized individuals. The inductive analytical procedures to be used on these data (i.e., grounded theory, see Glaser, 1995; Lincoln & Guba, 1985) will provide insight into the process of deviant labeling (e.g., condemnation).
Participants
Participants for this study were undergraduate students (n = 30) from a Midwest University in the United States. Sample size was determined by saturation, which was reached at approximately the 28th interview. Students were recruited through class announcements, fliers, and email announcements, all of which were distributed within the Department of Sociology during the Fall 2011 and Spring 2012 semesters. Upon agreeing to participate in the study, students were given pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality. Participants were also given both confidentiality and informed consent statements in accordance with the request of the University's Institutional Review Board. The sample was split evenly by sex (15 female and 15 male participants). Participants were given the opportunity to identify by sex category (female or male) and gender identity; all participants were cis-gender. All of the participants identified as being heterosexual (see Tables 1 and 2 for descriptive statistics). The majority of the sample identified as White (60%), 37% identified as Black and 3% self-identified as Hispanic. The age of participants ranged from 18-37 4 with a median age of 20.5 (a minority of our sample (3 participants) were over the age of 25). Regardless of age, students' enrollment at a university puts them in a position of privilege relative to their peers who are unable to attend college, thus all students' interviews were included in the analysis.
Materials
A semi-structured interview guide was used and developed in a series of meetings with the research team. The guide was constructed to tap into the mechanisms, process, and knowledge source(s) of deviant labeling. Mechanisms refer to the mechanics of labeling (e.g., labeling as verbal, physical, social). Process refers to the sociological movement between learning and using knowledge to form and act upon behavioral or physical social categories. Questions pertaining to "knowledge sources" are directly concerned with where knowledge is obtained and which knowledge sources are the most influential (e.g., peers, school, family, or media). Additionally, the interview guide was used as a tool to uncover the strategies and techniques used by participants to impugn meaning. We specifically explored how individuals rendered people "different" and the verbal, behavioral, and social techniques involved in that process (e.g., active avoidance, shaming, degradation). Grounded theory approaches place emphasis on the expertise of those being questioned and not on the researcher. Due to our grounded theory design, the inductive approach, and exploratory nature of this study, the interview guide was slightly adjusted for the expertise/ experiences of the research participants as the study progressed.
Analytic procedures
Data collection consisted of the efforts of two graduate students and the PI of the study, an associate professor, all of whom engaged in the interview process. Data were collected in the form of semi-structured interviews. Each interview was approximately one hour long and was conducted by a research team member in a private office on campus. Interviews were recorded and the three researchers transcribed the interviews.
A research team, consisting of the PI and the two co-authors (each holding a PhD in sociology) of this study, engaged in data analysis and manuscript development. Each member of the research team were trained on the data via meetings designed to discuss the project, the interview guide, the interviews, and the transcriptions. Once training on the project was completed, the research team individually coded the data using a systematic line-by-line coding process (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) to develop an initial coding system. The coding process was then refined: checks for internal consistency were made by discuss themes found among all three researchers. Themes that were not agreed upon by all three researchers were discarded. The research team met periodically to ensure that there was agreement in the interpretation of data and code development to ensure inter-coder reliability. Codes that were similar across all three researchers were collapsed into more inclusive themes. The three researchers met one final time for the purposes of coding in order to agree on the final codes and to select the use of mutually agreed upon quotes to be used as illustrations of data and findings.
Using a relativistic framework (Matza, 1969) , in contrast to structural analysis, we examined the process of negative reaction to behavior and group membership. In any examination of process, a systematic understanding of meaning and social interaction inevitably emerges as part of grounded theory approaches to research. Grounded theory approaches reverse the traditional direction of research (i.e., hypothesis formation → hypothesis testing via data collection and analysis). Using a grounded theory orientation, we gathered empirical data for the purpose of theory and hypothesis development for future empirical testing. Such a technique is critical for informed, data driven theory, hypothesis exploration, and concept development.
Researchers positionality
We pause here to reflect on our own role in the formation and interpretation of these findings. Our situated identities are important to this study in that they may have influenced our overall study design, the interview process, the analysis, and the interpretation of findings. At the time of this writing, the lead researcher is a gay Latino male, 45 years old, and a tenured professor. The other members of the research team include a 39-year-old white lesbian and a 36-year-old white heterosexual woman, both working in academia. To safe guard any potential biases, the research team relied on member checks during the interview process, audit trails and memoing during the analysis phase, and peer debriefing with colleagues unfamiliar with the study (Mertens, 2005; Patton, 2002) . Peer debriefing offered us a more objective opinion in our analysis and write-up stages.
Findings
Two overarching goals of this study were to examine where heterosexual college students received their information about sexual minorities and how they interpret these messages. Three key themes emerged from the data; "TV Shows and Movies as Knowledge Sources," "Intergroup Contact as a Knowledge Source," and "Schools as a Knowledge Source." Within each theme, participants discussed what they learned, as well as how they imbued value to these messages. After deeper analysis, we found that some students consumed these messages at face value and did not question the validity of such messages. Meanwhile, other students showed individual agency and were conscious consumers of such messages; they demonstrated critical thinking when interpreting messages and forming their opinions about sexual minorities.
TV shows and movies as knowledge sources
Participants who cited media as a source of information about sexual minorities were included in this theme. Participants referred to media in general terms, though often specified TV shows and movies as especially influential outlets that informed their understandings of sexual minorities. The high rate of media consumption and value placed on media is illustrated in the following quotes. One participant, Tracy (37), 5 spoke about valuing media in general as a knowledge source over peers, "I think the media [has the most impact] because, you know, friends change, things like that. But I mean the media is kinda always there in one form or another."
Other participants reflected on TV being the first place they learned about sexual minorities. Paul (22) described media offering information that his family did not, "Growing up sexuality is not really discussed with family because it's almost like-it's kind of expected for males to like females. But then when you see the media and they have two gay guys on TV or something … " Tasha (22) also explained how TV shows first informed her opinions about sexual minorities:
TV shows-Primarily the ones that are on MTV. It always seems to be that on any of the reality shows they have one person who is "different". They seem to like to display the people who have openly come out and had sex changes, things like that. And because of that they will start talking to their roommates or whoever and start talking about their decisions.
As a result of seeing sexual minorities portrayed on TV shows, Tasha found such images "normal," "Like, it's not weird for me to turn on the TV and see an African-American overweight guy in heels talking about a hair show. To me, it's like, 'oh, no big deal'." Although increased portrayals of sexual minorities may help "normalize" their presence in media, stereotypical portrays may do little to combat sexual stigmas (for examples see Ayoub & Garretson, 2014; Fisher et al., 2007) . For example, here Tasha is conflating gender expression with sexual orientation. This may be common among individuals who lack foundational knowledge about gender and sexual orientation and are reliant on the media to provide that knowledge.
When prompted to describe how sexuality was portrayed in the media, there were mixed responses. For example, Megan (22) explains, "Um, I would say both [positively and negatively] depending on what the movie is." Also, Chris (21) stated, "The media portrays them [homosexuals] negatively like it's not okay to be homosexual." He reinforces this statement using a sitcom as a reference:
I think it was Spin City with the African-American male, it was the episode when he came out cause he got hired to work with the mayor and after he was hired and he came out it was a problem and it was like, you can't work with the mayor.
Not only did Chris note that media portrays homosexuals in a negative light, he recalled specific details of a show that supported this belief. Despite "Spin City" being an older show, its impact is undeniable for Chris's understanding of homosexuals. Such recall sheds light on the influential and memorable role media plays in some student's lives. Another student, Mark (20), noted that despite an increase of positive portrays of sexual minorities in media, overwhelmingly, homosexuals are portrayed in a negative tone:
I guess more and more homosexuality is in the media as acceptable but it's still looked down upon I would think. Just because, they're not feminine or they're not masculine when they're homosexual I guess. Like when they're portrayed in the media, if they're homosexual men they're feminine and if they're homosexual women then they're masculine.
Another participant, Tasha (22), recognized a shift in the way the media has portrayed homosexuals in the past and how they are represented in the present: I think that people … I would say the media used to portray men as being girls because their interests were a little more girly. I think that our society now, in the media, A) either tries to avoid it, or B) tries to act accepting and put on a front … but more often than not I think the media, the news and everything, just tries to act more accepting and be more politically correct. I think we've come to realize that more and more people are feeling safe enough to publicly admit their orientation. I think some people have gotten kind of a rude awakening as far as people they know that practice certain orientations and sexualities and what not.
Here, Tasha is engaging in conscious consumption of the media. She recognizes shifts in the portrayal of homosexuality over time and questions the intent of these portrayals. Underlying this, however, she also recognizes that homosexuality is still not accepted in all aspects of society as she cites a "rude awakening" to people learning the true orientations of those close to them.
Given their frequent use and easy access to media, some participants placed a greater trust in messages from media in comparison to messages they received from school or peers. Despite relying on and trusting in messages from media, many students noted that much of these messages offer conflicting portrays of sexual minorities; therefore, such messages are not consistent and greatly open for interpretation. This provides another opportunity for educators to utilize critical pedagogy in their teaching, which may foster discussion regarding how accurate some messages from media are.
Intergroup contact as a knowledge source
This theme is comprised of participants who discussed learning about sexual minorities through messages and conversations they had with their peers and family. As the primary agent of socialization, it is not surprising that participants learned about sexual minorities from their immediate family. However, such lessons were not always positive. Unique to this theme, are participants' exercising individual agency and rejecting heterosexist messages based on their personal interactions and experiences with sexual minorities. Aligning with tenants of critical pedagogy, offering students alternative examples (e.g. both sides of an argument), enables them to critically think about the topic and ultimately form an educated opinion. Also, valuing students' lived experiences as valid sources of knowledge can influence their overall learning experience (Giroux, 1998) .
For instance, in reference to her sister who identifies as a lesbian, Allison (19) noted that her family had some concerns. When asked how her mother felt about her lesbian sister, Allison answered, "She feels as though it is a phase still, that she'll snap out of it. But, I mean, they've [her sister and her girlfriend] been together for almost two years, so I don't know." While Allison appears to be accepting of her lesbian sister, she hints at some hesitancy since her views are in conflict with her mother's. In contrast, another student, Chris (21) Chris summarizes the overarching lesson from his mom by explaining, "Right well, you discriminate against them but how do you feel when people discriminate against you because you're black?" Important to consider though, is that while participants gained information from their family and peers, interactions with friends and acquaintances of the LGB community further expanded their understandings and overall acceptance of sexual minorities.
Participants often explained that being exposed to people of different sexualities impacted their understandings of sexual minorities. Katie (18) explained that despite messages she received from her family and religion, her overall opinion of sexual minorities was influenced by her peer group; I would have to say my environment because I grew up in a church so I know that homosexuality is wrong but, I don't believe that I should judge them, or am more open to it because, like, I have a diverse group of people I hang out with, it makes me more open to their preferences. If one's peers are accepting of sexual diversity, it is likely to impact one's own views of sexual minorities (Birkett & Espelage, 2015; Bowen & Bourgeois, 2001; Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011) . It follows, then, that peers' negative attitudes also impact individual beliefs. Mike (19), for example, notes "Um, I wouldn't say my sources are very good, just because the people that I'm around are against it also. So I would, of course, be against it." When asked where he got his knowledge about sexuality, Shawn (21) echoed a common sentiment, explaining; Straight from my own experience. I have a gay friend, she's really cool actually, so she tells me about like, her gay stories. And then I have a bi friend that I work with, he's actually pretty funny, whatever. So different people.
Sam (20) reinforces this idea in his response to the prompt "why do you consider homosexuals normal?"; Um, I think it's just because I come in contact with it a lot. I mean, I meet a bunch of different people every day it seems like. They're all still the same people as like a straight person or a gay person or anything, so it's just normal.
Other participants noted that hearing or reading about sexual minorities wasn't as impactful as actually seeing and interacting with people who are gay. When asked what was most influential in forming his attitudes towards sexual minorities, Ryan (20) explained; I will say peers. I don't think if I read the newspaper I believe it. I think I need to see it to believe it or see it to support it … I want to do some research and talk to other people and see what they think before I can make a big decision.
Whereas some participants received conflicting messages from other sources of knowledge (e.g. family), many relied on their own experiences with friends and acquaintances who identify as LGB. Specifically, intergroup contact experiences greatly influenced how participants felt about sexual minorities. Such insight is supported in previous studies (see Cotton-Huston & Waite, 2000; Herek & McLemore, 2013) and can help inform current efforts of those aiming to deter heterosexism and instead promote acceptance of sexual diversity.
Formal education as a knowledge source
This theme includes participants who explained that lessons and messages they received in formal education settings informed their understandings of sexual minorities. Education received in formal schooling is often valued as a knowledge source for college students in our sample. School offered opportunities for intergroup contact, unbiased content, and broader lessons on acceptance. For instance, Paul (22) discussed how his interactions in school impacted his attitudes towards sexual minorities; "I think, maybe school … like seeing the people. Like seeing another student like that [gay] . Sometimes when you see it in the media it doesn't seem real, but when you see it in real life … " Similarly, John (24) explained that school "really opened my eyes" because it exposed him to " … different things that I was ignorant to before coming to the class." He goes on to explain the overarching lessons he learned in school; I learned in the class, you don't just judge nobody from how they look, you gotta really get to know them. You can't just say, you know, 'he's gay because he's walking like that or talking like that' … Maybe he just, you know, was born that way and he's not gay, he just has those traits. He's straight, you know.
School provided these participants with exposure to different people and points of view that they did not receive elsewhere.
Such lessons were only amplified in college. Kyle (23) reflects on what source has the biggest impact on his impressions of sexuality; "It used to be the media, but now since I've been taking higher level courses … the courses are giving me a more, broader definition of [sexuality] ." Similarly, Tasha (22) expands on how college classes have impacted her worldview; So I think that when you come to college you get a more broader knowledge and you really learn how the world is and you really get exposed to classes that teach you about the unfairness in certain parts of the world and society and you start to really think about how my actions affected someone else. And it makes people realize that, 'maybe I shouldn't think this way or act this way' or maybe I'm better off than I thought I was. That type of thing.
This value of education stretched beyond just course content and into direct action taken by educational institutions seemingly aimed at providing students with practical knowledge about sexual minorities. Roman (20) explained, … I think school more. I learned more from it. TV was more like, oh … one side thinks this, the other side thinks that. It was more biased. So I think I learned more from, like, the school, like different sides. I can probably relate to why homosexuals, like it wasn't always biased, like you're thinking bad about one side and good about the other. You know, like be in that person's shoes, like what I learned. Like we had a show, or whatever where a homosexual came in, a gay guy, he was talking about why he was gay and why he was attracted and stuff like that. And you could kind of see, like, 'oh, I understand how you were raised' and stuff. Whereas in the news they could say, 'oh, that guy's gay and everyone hates him'.
As explained by Roman, media often offers conflicting messages about homosexuals; some positive, some negative. Since these messages are not consistent, Roman and other participants have questioned the validity of such messages and instead have put more trust in the messages they receive from formal education.
The perceived neutrality of the education system regarding teaching lessons about sexuality (whether direct or indirect) was a common topic for several participants. Although there was some recognition that media was a more constant source of knowledge than school, education was still valued for its perceived objective representations. Amy (20) stated, I guess I got more of it [knowledge] from the media source than I got from school but I would take school more seriously because you're supposed to be learning educational things and the media is not always trusted and exaggerated and you don't know where the information is from.
Responses revealed that students rely on formal education to present unbiased views of content, which reinforces the value they place on this knowledge. It is also worth noting that although many participants cite media as an information source, many also acknowledge that media is biased and schools serve as a source to receive non-biased information. Educators can capitalize on this awareness and provide critically-based information, as well as teach students how to be conscious consumers of media.
Discussion
Previous studies note the influence of major agents of socialization on shaping youth's attitudes toward sexual minorities (Calzo & Ward, 2009; Holland et al., 2013; Pascoe, 2007 Pascoe, , 2013 . This study extends on previous works by offering qualitative insight into how college students have not only learned about sexual minorities, but also how much value they place on these lessons and messages. Despite previous studies noting the overwhelming tendency of media to portray sexual stereotypes, findings from this study show that some college students do not put an overwhelming trust in media. Instead, many participants in this study considered lessons from formal educations as being "unbiased," whereas messages from media were considered stereotypical and unreliable.
Similarly, some participants did not share the same values towards sexual minorities as their families did, and as a result, they were cautious when interpreting messages from their parents. Instead, participants put more weight on their personal experiences and interactions with LGB friends and acquaintances. We should note that while these findings are not meant to be generalizable to the general college population given our research design, our results are important for establishing a data-grounded understanding of the origins and sources of information about LGB and to generate discussion about how educators might embrace their influential role to help challenge the creation and reinforcement of heterosexism. Further, documenting and analyzing sources of deviant labeling may assist with developing critical thinking skills among students in educational settings.
Teaching in a way that exposes students to different perspectives and values may foster critical thinking so that antigay attitudes are exchanged for understanding and appreciation of difference. Identifying how primary and secondary schooling influence students' understandings of sexual minorities is crucial, as such lessons may be readdressed in higher education. Additionally, college marks an important transition for students: the experience introduces many students to new values, ideas, and perspectives. College instructors play an especially vital role in this process, as they are able to help students critically evaluate various "truths" that they enter college with, as well as foster the critical thinking necessary for challenging hegemonic modes of understanding that exist outside the college classroom. Below we offer concrete ways that college educators can enrich students' awareness about sexual minorities and promote critical thinking when consuming messages from various sources of knowledge.
Critical pedagogy as a tool to maintain educational credibility with respect to sexuality
Adapting a critical pedagogy teaching philosophy could enable educators to foster a rich learning environment for their students, which aims to promote critical thinking, acceptance of sexual diversity, and changes in attitudes. To achieve this, we may refer to the three general themes that critical pedagogy advocates for, which include: addressing the instrumental role of the instructor; valuing personal experiences and voices; and promoting diversity through the inclusion of voices from various classes, cultures, and races (Weiler, 1991) . Such tenants can be applied to "righting" various "wrongs" that serve to perpetuate heterosexism.
First, in a traditional classroom, the teacher is typically viewed as an authority figure, based on her or his advanced education and experience. Despite any inherent expectations of authority in the classroom, based on critical pedagogy, the teacher is recognized as a learner with the students (Giroux, 1988; Luke & Grove, 1992; Weiler, 1991) . This will enable educators to avoid talking at students and instead talk with students. For instance, whereas parents might have an authoritative approach to teaching their children life lessons, educators may position themselves as equals with students to build rapport that can foster honest discussion and contemplation. The teacher therefore serves more as a facilitator than an "expert" of knowledge (see Jakubowski, 2001 ). College educators can foster candid dialogue to discern the basis of knowledge that their students enter the classroom with and alter their lessons accordingly (Jakubowski, 2001) . With an understanding of their knowledge base, educators are more apt to ensure that when students leave their classes, they have a grounded understanding and skill set to question their and others' "truths" and to seek other perspectives when so moved.
Second, achieving true equality can be gained through recognizing that students are "knowers" whose feelings and experiences reveal a "deeper truth" than that offered through conventional education (Weiler, 1991, p. 463) . In other words, whereas conventional education relies strictly on empirical evidence, proponents of critical pedagogy argue that students are great sources of knowledge themselves. As evident in the findings of this study, students gain much of their information from their schooling and personal interactions. However, much of these sources contributed in forming heterosexist attitudes. As a result, an educator may find her or himself in a delicate situation when embracing critical pedagogy; how does a teacher value a student's knowledge, even if that knowledge supports antigay values, while simultaneously moving the student to embrace a well-rounded education, which may counteract heterosexist thoughts? An educator who embraces critical pedagogy must remind themselves that their role is not to tell students what is right and wrong, but instead to facilitate a discussion which enables students to reassess their worldview and be open to considering alternative ideas from various sources of knowledge (Jakubowski, 2001) . Furthermore, it is not the role of the teacher to dismiss or overlook students' lived experiences, but instead to offer students strategies that will enrich their learning experience and as a result, cultivate a robust worldview.
For instance, instead of overlooking personal accounts that may embrace antigay attitudes, educators might facilitate an open and honest discussion to first establish the student's baseline of information. The teacher may suggest alternative accounts that complement or challenge the student's understandings. For instance, if students harbor heterosexist thoughts, the teacher could generate a discussion which allows students to consider how they formed their thoughts and if such sources are reliable or accurate. Following, students may consider the relationship between basing attitudes on personal feelings as opposed to actual facts. As a result, students may start forming their opinions based on information that is acquired through more reliable sources.
Furthermore, given that media is a salient form of information for many adolescents and young adults (Ayoub & Garretson, 2014; Calzo & Ward, 2009; Rideout et al., 2010; Ward, 2003) , educators might consider addressing the production of media to promote critical media literacy (e.g. power, ownership, and control of mass media). This could offer students new insight that may call into question their reliance on media as an adequate source of knowledge (see King, 2000) . Specifically, educators can teach students how to "[read] a film sociologically" (for examples see Sutherland & Feltey, 2013, p. 4; King, 2000) . By becoming conscious consumers of media, students may reassess the validity of various "truths" and "alternative facts" they obtained from media.
Lastly, difference is a central tenant of critical pedagogy (Giroux, 1988; hooks, 2003; Weiler, 1991) . Since college serves as a pivotal point in many students' lives, where they interact with people different then themselves, educators can promote and facilitate these interactions to ensure prejudices are avoided. In an attempt to provide students with an experience that would help uncover antigay attitudes, educators may consider having their heterosexual students partake in various activities that encourage self-reflection.
For example, heterosexual students can wear a pink triangle so they might have a first-hand experience of being perceived as a sexual minority (see Chesler & Zuniga, 1991) , write a coming-out letter to consider the experiences of lesbians and gays (see Hubbard & De Welde, 2003) , or participate in written role-taking exercises (see Grauerholz & Scuteri, 1989) . Given the somewhat sensitive topic of gay rights, critically thinking about this topic might be acquired through panel debates (for examples see Crone, 1997) . Enabling students to debate gay rights may allow them to consider alternative points of view. Inviting members of LGBT groups from the school or university can enrich panel discussions (see Cotton-Huston & Waite, 2000) . Also, by encouraging students to ground their statements in empirical evidence, students may learn how to ground their opinions in fact.
Activities that encourage students to experience difference from a marginalized perspective may help negate various messages they have previously received that support sexual stigmas. Utilizing tenants of critical pedagogy has the potential to break down students' preconceived notions about sexual minorities while simultaneously engaging them in active learning that may surpass the classroom. As a result, educators may increase tolerance and empathic acceptance for LGB people as human beings, therefore deterring heterosexism and hate crimes.
Limitations
Our study is not without some shortcomings. First, data for this study were collected in 2014. In the three years since data collection, there have been drastic changes (e.g. the legalization of same sex marriage) and events (e.g. antigay administration and the Orlando night club attack) that have involved sexual minorities. While this is a limitation, we note that our data provide a snapshot of views and stereotypes of the LGB population from a Midwest population. That said, our findings that students view education and intergroup contact as an accurate and non-biased sources of information is something that may remain stable over time. These findings can be used as a foundation to bolster the importance of relying on facts and relaying them in a critically informed manner.
Secondly, we were limited in speaking with cisgender heterosexual college students who were attending a Midwest University. However, it is important to note that we were seeking to understand the views of the dominant population, which, in this case are heterosexuals. Future research would benefit from seeking perspectives not only from heterosexual students, but also from gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender college students and from different regions of the nation.
Lastly, transgender status did not arise as a topic of discussion throughout the interviews. Examining attitudes pertaining to the transgender community is crucial if we are to reject heterosexism and embrace gender and sexual diversity. Also, as a qualitative study, we were able to gather indepth accounts from our participants, although such findings are not meant to be generalizable. By expanding the study to other regions using probability sampling techniques, research could offer insight into understanding how attitudes might be region bound while offering findings generalizable by design. Results from such a study may offer salient suggestions on how to eradicate harmful biases and promote acceptance of sexual diversity at the national level. Nevertheless, by focusing exclusively on college students, our study helps to address an important gap in the literature by shedding light on various values that college students have acquired about sexual minorities and where they obtained their knowledge. It is also important to note that there are several agents of socialization which may impact one's attitudes and understandings of sexual minorities. While this study examined primarily school and peers, future studies may consider exploring how sports, religion, and workplace also impact one's understandings of sexual minorities.
Conclusion
While the LGBT community is gaining ground in terms of social and legal acceptance, widespread acceptance of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender individuals remains a challenge for society in general and for colleges and universities as institutions (Renn, 2010) . As a result, many individuals who identify as LGBT are at grave risk of psychological concerns, including suicide (see Kosciw et al., 2014; Meyer, 2009 ) and hate crime victimization (see Wilson, 2014) . The national tragedy surrounding the events of 8 June 2016 are a reminder that sexual minorities continue to be a target of hate, discrimination, aggression and lethal violence. We have shown that the education system is a viable route to provide factual information about sexuality and to dismantle some of the harmful stereotypes associated with stigmatized sexualities. Faculty and staff have important roles to play in the dismantling of stereotypes as well (see Few-Demo, Humble, Curran, & Lloyd, 2016) . Promoting awareness and acceptance of individuals who identify as LGBT has the potential to reverse some of the hardships they might experience at the individual level. Also, because those in power often set the agenda that best suits their needs (see Collins, 1990; Johnson, 2005) , educating students about sexual minorities may further promote societal-wide acceptance and less fear of human difference and diversity.
LGBT resources centers also have potential for educating the university community (see Self, 2015 for a critical analysis of queer resource centers as both resisting and reproducing interlocking forms of oppression). This in turn can eliminate many of the causes that both drive aggression against LGBT individuals, and LGBT individuals into depression and suicide. In other words, just as those in power have the means to construct and reinforce heterosexism, they too have the power to deconstruct this label and advance toward empathic and inclusive definitions that are no longer synonymous with "stigma." Understanding the biases of heterosexual college students may inform educators on how to best remedy their "truths" in hopes of promoting acceptance. One salient way to achieve this begins with teaching students how to critically think and question previously held "truths."
